Walking in a peaceful and beautiful Copenhagen park we noticed a middle-aged well-dressed man dropping a large piece of white paper. My wife being a very orderly person managed to catch up with him, and then urged him to recover the paper and put it in one of the many nearby waste bins. The answer was flabbergasting: 'You can have it if you like', and then he walked away.
Sheepishly we realised that we had just witnessed an act of littering in which several classic conditions were fulfilled: laziness, carelessness, ignorance, no sense of pride, and a disconnection between the act of littering and its consequences. The only missing condition in this case was that 'litter begets litter', as there was no prior litter around due to an effective municipal litter control programme.
Litter is often defined as waste materials such as containers, papers, and wrappers which have been disposed of without permission. Litter can also be used as a verb. To litter means to throw litter onto the ground or a water body as opposed to disposing of it properly (Wikipedia). Some of the litter materials (plastics, aluminium and glass) may last for hundreds of years before disintegration, whereas others, such as cigarette butts, are less persistent although very numerous.
Littering is a menace in both affluent and low-income societies. You could argue that more resources will inevitably end up as waste and litter as we become richer. Conversely, in poor communities most material resources are so scarce that they would be kept in circulation and thus littering may be a minor problem. It may be true that valuable items are skimmed off by informal scavengers but generally littered rubbish seems abundant in all societies. However there are conspicuous exceptions to this generally sad picture. In Singapore, which is a high income country, littering is virtually non-existent, whereas in some neighbouring countries with much lower standards of living littering is the usual grave problem. Singapore has stiff penalties for littering (and other public offences), and a public moral attitude favouring a clean garden state. Whichever came first, the result is impressive.
Most of the world is not following the Singaporean example. The public attitude towards littering is to a varying degree much more relaxed. Litter is found anywhere, from busy streets to nature reserves. Affected businesses and municipalities and their contractors are in most places burdened with proportionally high expenses for tidying the environment. A major littering survey [by Keep America Beautiful (KAB)] estimates that each American annually is paying more than US$ 40 for removing litter from public spaces.
Often voluntary organizations and individuals also take part in the remediation. The Danish Society for Nature Conservation organises an annual waste collection day in rural areas and the results are staggering. A typical volunteer collects up to 20 beer cans and other beverage bottles and up to 10 kg of general waste in a few hours. The interesting point on cans and bottles is that many of them carry a deposit value of about E0.15 each, which apparently is too low to create a sufficient incentive for consumers to properly manage their own waste. However, in Danish cities the problems associated with beverage containers has nearly been eliminated as the deposit value is sufficient to attract an army of collectors, who roam the streets earning a modest extra income. The only beer cans shunned by collectors are those that have contained imported beer and thus carry no deposit value.
Another exotic and striking example is littering with golf balls. The Danish Golf Association believes that annually an average of one ball per citizen is lost to nature, which corresponds well with the USA experience where an estimated 300 million golf balls are lost or discarded every year (cnn.com, accessed 11/10/09). Many end up in lakes where they eventually pose a serious pollution problem as the internal synthetic rubber degrades releasing large amounts of heavy metals. The advice to golfers, who may lose up to 100 balls per month, seems to be: 'Keep your balls on the fairway or invest in a stock of biodegradable balls'.
Whereas it is possible to minimise or eliminate the identifiable problems with beverage containers or golf balls in geographical regions, such as the EU, by introducing a general, uniform and mutually refundable deposit value, the more general littering problem is based on human behaviours and thus can not be solved in such an easy way.
Studies show that a busy male, under the age of 30, is most prone to be a litterer. KAB estimates that as much as 80% of littering is intentional. It is evident that the most decisive factor is an individual's personal obligation not to litter. Less decisive but important in preventing littering is how much a person values a litter-free and pleasing environment and a high availability of rubbish bins and ash trays.
Even if we do not like it, the most important littering factor is our personal obligation not to litter. This means that the most effective way to minimise littering is to attempt to change personal and public attitudes and behaviours about the problem. Thus we are far beyond the general knowledge of the typical municipal agency or private company waste manager. The possible influence from public opinion-makers, prominent environmentalists and even religious leaders may well be underestimated, and should be explored much more than presently. The education system also has an important role to play in instilling the personal beneficial attitude to waste management, including littering. The next topic is the avoidance of littering beverage containers. Plastic bottles are apparently much more prominent in the littering picture than glass bottles or aluminium cans, presumably because of their lower market value as secondary materials. One obvious way is to have uniform deposits imposed on all of these containers, regardless of materials or country of origin. The political will to introduce deposits is, however, unfortunately very different between countries and is generally low. General deposits seem to minimise the problem, and also offer an opportunity for lower income individuals to earn some additional income.
The final topic is the littering context. Maintenance of welltended parks, streets and other public places and the positioning of abundant rubbish receptacles can alleviate the problems. This is of course to be pursued a much as possible. Unfortunately these remedies are costly, but necessary. Public messaging is apparently not really effective, and may even be counter-productive if it is too overbearing. There are not many successful anti-littering schemes, but the 'Don't Mess with Texas' programme is worth noting. A substantial reduction in roadside littering followed the implementation of this programme based on an ingenious slogan playing on the pride of citizens in their 'cowboy' state.
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